44               THE   BRITISH   COLONIAL   EMPIRE
important naval base, a coaling and oil-fuelling station, and
a junction of the imperial cable system. Most ships on the
Red Sea route call at Aden, and its free port is a busy
distributing centre for the merchandise of Europe, Asia
and Africa.
It was ceded to Britain by a local sultan in 1839, when it
appeared of little value or importance. The Colony includes
the islands of Perim and Karaman in the Red Sea, and has
an area of 75 square miles with a population of about
50,000; but the Protectorate, extending from the Kingdom
of the Yemen along the Southern Arabian coast to the
sultanate of Muscat and Oman and including the island of
Sokotra, has a total area of 112,000 square miles. It com-
prises a number of small sultanates in treaty relation with
Britain, and in the western portion the Hadhramaut, a region
made familiar to English readers by the writings of Freya
Stark.
The Aden peninsula is sun-scorched but not unhealthy.
Its chief difficulty is a scanty rainfall, but the water-supply
has been greatly improved by storage and other measures
in recent years. British protection also extends over the
Bahrain islands and the Kuria Muria group in the Persian
Gulf, In fact, British prestige and influence in all this
coastal region has-a steadying effect on somewhat unstable
populations, and further guards the road to India and the
East from the Suez Canal and the Red Sea.